Embracing constant and continuous change is a necessity for business success. An organisation must be in a continuous state of change readiness. Researchers have confirmed that for organisational readiness, individual employees must also be open, prepared, and ready for change. Researchers and practitioners have both found employee readiness to be a critical factor in successful change efforts. This study presents the impact of employee perception of human resource management practices on employee readiness for change during pre-mergers and acquisitions. A total of 235 employees from the three largest food companies in Istanbul participated in the study. The data was analysed using correlation and regression analysis. The results show that employees' positive perceptions of the company's career development, compensation, and communication practices positively affect their readiness for mergers and acquisitions.
Introduction
Mergers and acquisitions have become a popular corporate strategy choice for many organisations. Mergers and acquisitions are complex events in organisational life. Although plenty of attention is paid to the legal, financial, and operational elements of mergers and acquisitions, those of human resource management (HRM) are the most neglected. Ironically, statistics show that one of the major reasons for the failure of M&As is the human resources aspect. The uncertainty brought out by poorly managed HR in mergers and acquisitions has been reported as the major reason for failure. In addition to the low success rate, many researchers have found that negative employee reactions to a merger or acquisition may lead to other negative outcomes such as lower levels of job security, lower levels of job satisfaction and less favourable attitudes toward management (e.g. Buono & Bowditch 1989 , Nemanich & Keller 2007 ; lower commitment (Fulmer & Gilkey 1988 ); a high level of anxiety and stress, fear of a decline in status or career prospects and feelings of being "sold out" (Blake & Mouton 1985 , Ivancevich, Schweiger & Power 1987 ; employee resistance preventing synergy realisation (Larsson & Finkelstein 1999) ; the undermining of capabilities transfer (Birkinshaw, Bresman & Håkanson 2000) and integration problems (Björkman, Stahl & Vaara 2007) .
Human resources (HR) must be broadly involved in all phases of M&A and especially at the pre-mergers and acquisitions stage (Greenspan 2014) . Both the acquiring and the acquired company's HR departments have a pivotal role to play in guiding all of their employees through the difficult process that begins with the announcement and ends with the implementation of integration. It should fall to top management from the very beginning to charge HR with the task of devising strategies and a clear road map to tackle all of the issues that can be expected to surface along the route. Top management should also consult their HR people on the human issues of a merger or acquisition before decisions are made (Roij 2014) . In general terms, HR practices should be designed to prepare and motivate employees for change.
Literature Review

Employee Readiness for Change
As it is arguably one of the most important factors involved in employees' initial support for change initiatives, readiness is one of the key terms in change management (Armenakis, Harris & Field 1999) . Readiness for organisational change refers to individuals' beliefs, attitudes and intentions regarding the extent to which changes are needed and the organisation's capacity to successfully undertake these changes (Armenakis, Harris & Mossholder 1993) . Individual readiness can change the direction of any proposed organisational change, as in most cases individuals that have been prepared will end up supporting it. What is more, the implementation of change will be smoother and quicker when change agents are working with these employees. Readiness for change begins with an individual's perception of the benefits of change (Prochaska et al. 1994) , the risks of failing to change (Armenakis, Harris & Mossholder 1993) or the demands of externally imposed changes (Pettigrew 1987) .
The change-readiness perceptions are believed, in turn, to promote behavioural change (Holt et al. 2007 ) and thus the further separation of change-readiness perceptions from their consequences (that is, behaviour or intentions). Change readiness is a belief characterising attitudes to a change initiative, whereas intentions represent action-oriented thoughts toward a goal or activity. This is consistent with research into behavioural change, which postulates that individuals go through stages of change beginning with psychological acceptance, such as "buy-in", and moving toward behavioural intentions to engage in behavioural change (Levesque et al. 1999 (Levesque et al. , 2001 .
Individual readiness to change is frequently studied within the context of resistance to change. Employee readiness is an important driver of the success of change: initiatives may fail if employees do not believe that change is needed or that the organisation will not be able to change (Cunningham et al. 2002) .
HRM Practices during Pre-mergers and Acquisitions
The involvement of HR in mergers and acquisitions, which is a critical factor in their success, has been discussed in numerous studies (e.g., Daniel & Metcalf 2001 , Jeris, Johnson & Carol 2002 . The results are clear: one of the main reasons for the failure of a merger or acquisition is the neglect of human resources. Companies that have failed to recognise the importance of human resources in their organisations and its important role in integration have not been successful. Human issues in mergers and acquisitions, which have very often been the most sensitive, have often been ignored (Vazirani 2012) .
Mergers and acquisitions make people on both sides of the transaction nervous. In most cases, employees are uncertain what the deal will mean. They wonder whether and how they will fit into the new organisation (Brief 2009 ). In the absence of information and clear communication, they feel insecure, stressed and less motivated. HRM professionals have to prepare employees for change, identify and overcome resistance to change, and inspire flexibility and adaptability in their personnel. One of the primary responsibilities of human resource managers is the intense and challenging task of dealing with employee angst and turmoil during such periods of change. HR strategies during pre-M&As should be focused on increasing employees' trust, commitment and motivation. Employees generally view organisational changes as a threat, so that mergers and acquisitions, which are particularly stressful forms of organisational reconfiguration, often generate significant trauma and uncertainty about the future for employees (Morán & Panasian 2005) . Mergers and acquisitions introduce changes in their well-defined career paths that can affect future opportunities in the organisations for which they work. For them, M&As will often mean lay-offs, relocation, downsizing, restructuring or being assigned to new jobs. They thus find themselves faced with a completely different situation and with the prospect of changes in job profiles and work teams. As a consequence, they may feel very insecure, anxious or even betrayed. The research done by Naveed, Hanif & Ali (2011) showed that employees who were working in a pre-mergers & acquisitions environment felt a strong threat to their job security. HR managers should be able to assure their employees that they have a strategy mapped out in advance.
Effective support for career development is important for employees and forms part of a joint strategy with organisations to achieve the resilience required to handle change more effectively. There is evidence, however, that the organisational changes typically described in the literature, such as delayering in a quest for flexibility, have had a negative impact on career progress and resulted in resistance to change (Lips-Wiersma & Hall 2007) . Organisations focus on career development to build engagement during difficult times so that stressed employees have a positive focus on the future (Knight 2014) .
Employees' perception of the effort their organisation is making to support their need for career development is important in job satisfaction. Employees may become dissatisfied if they perceive that an organisation does not value their contribution and shows little concern for their developmental needs. If, on the other hand, management endeavours to help employees gain promotion, then higher levels of satisfaction ultimately ensue (Yean & Yahya 2013) . Career advancement provides growth opportunities for employees that increase their stake in the organisation: when they see their career prospects as bright, they are motivated and energised to work harder. If career prospects are promising, a close bond is formed between the future of employees and that of the organisation. Employees are therefore likely to identify with it and work hard to make it successful. Lastly, the availability of promising career prospects increases the opportunity cost of leaving the organisation -especially for talented people (Gong & Chang 2008) . In this context, employees' perceptions of an organisation's career practices will send positive signals regarding the extent to which it is willing to take care of their well-being. Employees who believe that management is on their side and that there is a future for them will have higher levels of readiness for change.
Hypothesis 1: Employees' positive perceptions of a company's career--development practices positively affect their readiness for change during pre-mergers and acquisitions.
Behavioural changes on the part of individuals are required for organisational change, and compensation systems affect behaviour. The results of many studies have supported the assertion that compensation is one of the strongest determinants of employee attitudes, motivation and behaviour (Gerhart & Milkovich 1992) . Compensation has been cited as having an important influence in recruiting new employees and retaining existing ones (Steers 1977) . Generous rewards tend to retain people because high reward levels seem to lead to high satisfaction, commitment and loyalty (Ibrahim & Boerhaneoddin 2010) . It is therefore important to consider the role compensation systems play in facilitating organisational change through their effect on the motivation and productivity of individuals. First, they encourage individuals to get on board with change and to learn, among other things, what the new goal or mission of the organisation is and how their decisions and behaviour will affect the organisation's progress toward that goal. Second, they help overcome organisational inertia and opposition to change. Finally, they represent one way to provide individuals with benefits that are sufficient to outweigh the perceived costs of change (Wruck 2000) .
Hypothesis 2: Employees' positive perceptions of the company's compensation practices positively affect readiness for change during mergers and acquisitions.
Communication is a key factor in change management. Fisher (2004) said that one of the key lessons learned from M&A transitions is that clear communication lines upward, and positive control downward, should be established immediately. Guirdham (1999) agrees that managers of all types, business executives, members of the professions and people at work generally need to be able to communicate with each other successfully in M&As.
Any failure to communicate either before or during a merger leaves employees uncertain about their future, which is known to be more stressful than change itself. With this mood upon them they will tend to turn to their own channels of communication for comfort, which means reliance on rumours and other means of informal communication (Rosnow 1988 ). Buono and Bowditch (1989) mention that rumour mills and the grapevine work overtime during mergers and acquisitions, which leads to more anxiety and, in many cases, to counterproductive behaviour. Marks and Mirvis (1986) state that insufficient and low quality communication leaves rumours free to multiply. These rumours, which are often based on fears rather than on reality, can significantly exacerbate employee anxiety, tension and stress.
The change message that is communicated to employees is a decisive factor influencing readiness for change (Armenakis, Harris & Field 1999) . Stahl and Kuhlmann (2002) argue that communication is a vital part of any process of change and that it is a matter of particular urgency in M&As to counter the "merger syndrome" among employees. Communication, because it informs them of the changes in their environment and so reduces uncertainty and ambiguity, can help employees to manage the merger syndrome. At this point, the role of HR in conveying the management message and matching the medium of communication to the audience becomes all important. Communication reduces the energy expended by employees in searching for answers to their questions, helps them to accept change and offers an explanation of the underlying rationale. The literature on mergers and acquisitions suggests that the only way for management to deal with the anxiety and uncertainty following a merger or acquisition announcement is to communicate with employees as soon as possible about all the anticipated effects of change (Schweiger & Denisi 1991) . Bordia and his team (2004) found that change communication can facilitate openness and positive attitudes towards change, while the investigation conducted by Allen and his colleagues (2007) showed that insofar as it addressed employees' uncertainty regarding strategic and job-related issues, good change communication was positively related with employees' openness to change.
Hypothesis 3: Employees' positive perceptions of the company's communication practices positively affect their readiness for change during mergers and acquisitions.
Research Methods
Procedure and Participants
The data were collected between December 2013 and February 2014 from three privately owned food companies in Istanbul. All three companies had been through a horizontal merger in 2012. The survey was sent to 422 white collar employees, of which 235 responded. This led to an average response rate of 56%. Of the respondents, 63% were male and 37% were female. The sample characteristics of the participants are listed in detail in Table 1 . 
Instrumentation
The questionnaire used in this study was three pages long and had three sections. On the cover page, section one explained the purpose and the nature of the study. Section two included 35 items composed of the measures of four variables: HR compensation practices, career development, communication and employee readiness for change. Section three included demographic questions such as age, gender and length of service, as well as information on the type of merger and acquisition that they had experienced. All of the questions were translated into Turkish for semantic and syntactic equivalence by two research associates. Minor editing was completed following the translations. This study used a five-point Likert Scale (1 = completely disagree to 5 = completely agree) for compensation, communication and employee readiness for change. The responses for career development ranged from 1 (not accurate at all) to 4 (very accurate).
Measures
Employee readiness for change was measured by Hanpachern's 14-item scale, which was slightly modified following Madsen, Miller and John (2005) so that the items would be clear to participants. Change communication was assessed using nine items based on the characteristics of effective change communication as detailed in existing measures of the quality of change communication (Miller & Monge 1985 , Miller, Johnson & Grau 1994 . Compensation practices were measured by Snell and Dean's eight items (1992), while career development was measured by four items from Delery and Doty's career advancement scale (1996).
Statistical Analysis
To test the impacts of the model variables, the factors were computed and reliability analyses were performed for all of the factors using SPSS version 21.0. The factor analysis was accomplished using principal component factor analysis followed by varimax rotation. Following examination of the loadings under each factor it was found that none of the items had low factor loadings. For this reason, none of the factor loadings were excluded from the analysis.
Results
The correlation coefficients of the construct variables are shown in Table 2 . To test Hypothesis 1, a simple regression analysis was conducted to examine the impact of employees' positive perceptions of the company's career development practices on readiness for change. The results showed a significant positive relationship between these two variables (p = 0.002) ( Table 3) .
To test Hypothesis 2, a simple regression analysis was conducted to examine the impact of employees' positive perceptions of the company's compensation practices on readiness for change. The results showed a significant positive relationship between these two variables (p = 0.000) ( Table 3) . To test Hypothesis 3, a simple regression analysis was conducted to examine the positive impact of employees' positive perceptions of the company's communication practices on readiness for change. The results showed a significant positive relationship between these two variables (p = 0.000) ( Table 3) .
Conclusion
In today's business world human resources, which have always been central to organisations, are of rapidly growing strategic importance in change management. It is therefore the case that an organisation's ability to successfully complete a merger and acquisition is increasingly dependent on HR practices. The practices we can turn to during mergers and acquisitions to increase employee readiness include creating sufficient motivation to change employees' minds, reinforcing their inclination to be supportive by a rewards system, establishing a career path for them in the new organisation, using successful communication methods, careful and clear planning for all phases of the change project and, finally, consulting them and getting them involved in the change process.
We have seen in this study that compensation policies have the highest impact on employee readiness for change. Turkey is an emerging economy where finding a middle level job is considered difficult and where a salary is the main source of income for most middle class families. It is therefore understandable that compensation practices would have a greater effect on employee readiness than the other variables in this study. Based on Lee and Park's research (2013) , progressive HR departments strategically use incentives and rewards as a part of the total compensation package (e.g. incentive compensation, year-end bonus, retention bonus, sign-on bonus, profit sharing, spot bonus). Some organisations offer non-monetary awards, such as additional time off for outstanding accomplishments, while 72% of organisations publicly recognise employees for good work. In addition, it is as important for HR to formulate an attractive overall package as it is to strategically promote the consistent and wise use of incentive and reward programmes. Otherwise, the talent would not trust the new company formed as a result of the merger or acquisition and would consider other options.
The use of proper communication practices was found to have a positive impact on employee readiness. Communication is paramount when trying to raise the level of understanding of what the change process is and why it is needed. Proper communication is also necessary to comfort the employees. This lowers the level of stress, ambiguity and job insecurity, which are the most common outcomes of change itself, and addresses the uncertainty created by the change. Effective communication is also vital during a merger or acquisition because this is when the rumour mill, the organisation's unofficial and informal communication system, frequently serves as the main source of news. The rumours are compounded by a lack of official information, which increases the ambiguity, thus fuelling an already volatile situation. It is therefore highly recommended for managers to disseminate information about change that is comprehensive and well timed: employees need to be kept abreast of relevant issues as they arise (Davy et al. 1988) .
Career development is a delicate topic in mergers and acquisitions. All employees want to know what will happen to them after a merger or acquisition has been completed. A merger or acquisition is always a tumultuous, anxious and confusing time for employees and one that raise many question marks and concerns about an individual's future. The situation can become even more stressful with employees worrying that their positions might change or be eliminated. After all, mergers and acquisitions are usually associated with redundancies due to overlaps in positions. There may also be lay-offs and employees can also be asked to switch roles. Mergers often bring a mixture of welcome and not-so-welcome changes to the workplace. The new company might have a different mission, different values and different goals. Employees may feel that they do not fit in with the new dispensation and may therefore trust the new organisation less and be less committed to it. This feeling may also be coloured by resistance to change. On the other hand, the new organisation might offer new opportunities or have better benefit programmes. More than that, it could offer the chance to achieve individual career goals and, rather than shedding jobs, might instead need to employ more staff or enrich existing positions (Reeves 2014) . At this point, well--designed and well-implemented career-development practices make building strong relations with employees during mergers and acquisitions more likely. In this way they will be regarded as more acceptable and desirable. Attractive incentives that include the prospect of career development as a component of mergers and acquisitions are often required to keep staff focused and motivated (Connerty et al. 2013) .
De Cieri and his colleagues (2003) contend that the successful implementation of change is a major challenge for HRM in the twenty--first century and one that will compel managers to actively address the issues of resistance to change, to modifying behaviour and to participation. HR professionals will, however, be well-equipped to meet this challenge and prepare their employees if they can find ways to provide security of employment and training and if they communicate effectively about change.
The implications of this study mainly concern the executives, senior managers and change agents who will be responsible for managing change at an organisation. The challenge they face is to manage the change in such a way that employees can cope. They need to help their employees to understand the reason for the change, its purpose and the overarching mission that gives it its context. In this way they can help employees find ways of responding positively so that they will lend their support to the change process. Because the readiness of employees during a merger and acquisition is of the utmost importance for the success of the deal, effective human resource management practices are indispensable. Employees need to be treated delicately and sensitively during this stressful process. This is the time when HR managers should have well-developed and well--implemented strategies in place to help their employees understand and support the change. This paper has given an account of the importance and necessity of certain human resource management practices during mergers and acquisitions. It will fall to future research initiatives to examine how different organisational cultures, national cultures and leadership styles influence employees' perspectives on human resource practices during mergers and acquisitions.
Limitations
The survey was distributed to three different companies. The relatively low response rates received from each company forced the author to analyse all of the responses together as if they were one group. Though this may have had some impact on the findings due to organisational differences, it nevertheless affords us a general perspective of the topic investigated in the research. The second limitation lay in the questions employees were asked about their perceptions of certain variables. Firstly, the perception of any variable can be subjective. Secondly, employees can feel uncomfortable when responding to enquiries about rewards and promotion. Finally, in the sense that employees' perception of the change as either positive or negative can affect their attitudes to mergers and the way they behave as these deals take their course, perception bias may have played a critical role when the participants were completing the survey.
